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ABSTRACT

In recent years, several forensic laboratories have noted an increase in the number of sexual assault cases
submitted for testing, often leading to longer turnaround times. In that context, forensic laboratories may
be interested in reviewing their procedures to increase productivity. Here, we present two different
strategies that were put in place in our laboratory. First, we changed the way sexual assault evidence kits
(SAEK) are processed by implementing an optimized workflow that prioritizes the internal samples
(vaginal, anal, and oral). This new procedure allowed for a drastic decrease in turnaround time, while
maintaining a similar investigative power.

Secondly, we used data from casework to target cases and samples that were likely to yield biological
material from the perpetrator, in an attempt to avoid dedicating time and effort to cases for which there
is a very low probability of obtaining foreign DNA evidence. Among other things, we looked at the
likelihood of obtaining DNA from the perpetrator when the complainant reported the use of a condom,
has showered after the assault or when the complainant has no memory of the assault. Results show that
those circumstances do not dramatically decrease the probability of finding DNA from the perpetrator.

© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND

license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

DNA is one of the main pieces of evidence in sexual assault in-
vestigations. In most jurisdictions, a sexual assault evidence kit
(SAEK, also called rape kit) is used to ensure the standardized
collection of forensic samples and preserve the integrity of the
chain of custody for legal proceedings. Over the last few years, the
mediatisation of court cases and social movements such as #MeToo
has led to an increase in the number of police-reported sexual as-
saults [1]. Even though not all victims of sexual assault complete
evidence kits [2—5], this augmentation of reported sexual assault
cases could lead to a swell of SAEKs sent to forensic laboratories.
Moreover, in recent years, large stores of untested kits have been
discovered in several jurisdictions in the United States [6—8] and
many initiatives and strategies were put in place to prioritize and
process the untested kits [9—13].

In this context, many laboratories are looking at ways to
improve their efficiency in processing rape kits. In the province of
Quebec (Canada), the SAEK contains standardized body samples
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collection material (vaginal, anal, oral, skin) as well as containers
and procedures to collect additional evidentiary items such as
clothing, bedding, condoms, feminine hygiene products and other
relevant items. Although periodical modifications were made to the
kit over the years, the processing of samples in the forensic labo-
ratory has not significantly changed during the past 20 years.
However, as more and more sexual assault cases were received, it
became necessary to review our procedures to increase produc-
tivity. The goal was to reduce turnaround time while maintaining
the same investigative power, defined as the proportion of cases for
which a foreign DNA profile is obtained. Two complementary
strategies were put in place and are presented in this paper. First,
we changed the way SAEKs are processed by implementing an
optimized workflow through which the most relevant samples are
prioritized and automatically processed. Secondly, we used data
from casework for decision-making to allocate resources to cases
and exhibits where the probability of obtaining probative DNA
evidence was substantial. The following questions were addressed:

e What is the maximal time since intercourse for which a foreign
DNA profile was obtained? Are time-since-intercourse recom-
mendations appropriate for all sample type?

2589-871X/© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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e Does having two different vaginal samples provide comple-
mentary or redundant information?

e [s it possible to obtain a foreign DNA profile from vaginal or anal
samples when the complainant reported the use of a condom?

e What is the probability of obtaining a foreign DNA profile when
the complainant has no memory of the event?

e Is it possible to obtain a foreign DNA profile from skin swabs
when the complainant mentions bathing or showering after the
assault?

e When supplementary items such as skin swabs, clothing or
bedding are sent, is it worth examining them?

2. Material and method
2.1. Sexual assault cases processing

2.1.1. Extensive workflow

Before 2015, the processing of sexual assault cases in the prov-
ince of Quebec (Canada), was carried out in an extensive way, as
shown in Fig. 1A. The first step was the reception of the sexual
assault evidence kit (and supplementary evidence in some cases) at
the forensic laboratory. The case was then assigned to a DNA ana-
lyst; depending on the resources available, it could take weeks or
even months for the case to be assigned. Then, the DNA analyst
typically screened all body samples and additional evidentiary

A. Extensive workflow
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items for body fluids and sent them for differential DNA extraction
(DNA 1IQ™, Promega) and amplification (Identifiler®Plus, Thermo
Fisher). When all the results were available, the DNA analyst
assessed the case and wrote the report. Communication with the
case investigator took place only when needed, for example when
the reference profile of a consensual partner was required.

2.1.2. Optimized workflow

An optimized workflow for the processing of sexual assault
cases was implemented in 2015 (Fig. 1B). It brought about three
major changes: 1) samples were prioritized and automatically
processed 2) some tasks that were previously carried out by DNA
analysts were transferred to laboratory technicians 3) communi-
cation with law enforcement agencies was improved.

The optimized workflow includes two separate stages. As soon
as the kit is received at the forensic laboratory, Stage I starts
automatically and internal samples (vaginal swab, vaginal rinse,
anal swab, mouth rinse) are processed by technicians. These sam-
ples were chosen as the first exhibits to be analyzed due to their
intimate nature and direct link to sexual offences. Once available,
the Stage I results and the casefile are then reviewed by a DNA
analyst who informally discloses them to the case investigator by
phone or email so that both parties can evaluate/discuss whether
the acquired information is sufficient or if the analysis of additional
exhibits is required. When no further analysis is required, the
remaining samples and exhibits are not examined and the report is
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Fig. 1. Workflows used to process sexual assault cases. A) Extensive workflow in place before 2015. B) Optimized workflow implemented to increase productivity. When Stage I
samples are not needed, the report can usually be written immediately after the communication with the investigator, effectively reducing turnaround-time.
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written as is. On the other hand, when further analysis is deemed
necessary, Stage Il is launched for the case and additional samples
such as skin swabs, undergarments, clothing and other exhibits are
processed.

2.1.3. Evaluation of the performance of the optimized workflow

To evaluate the efficiency of the optimized workflow, a
comparative study was performed using 1128 cases, half having
been processed with the extensive workflow and half with the
optimized workflow. For all cases, the three following criteria were
respected: 1) there is only one complainant and one SAEK; 2) the
complainant is at least 12 years old; 3) the complainant did not
report having consensual intercourse within 5 days prior to the
forensic medical examination.

The turnaround time, defined as the number of days between
the reception of the SAEK at the forensic laboratory and the
communication of results (whether partial or complete) to the
investigator, was assessed. The proportion of cases for which the
turnaround time was less than 30, 60, 90 or 120 days was calcu-
lated, as well as the median turnaround time. The investigative
power, defined as the proportion of cases for which a foreign DNA
profile was obtained, was also evaluated for both workflows.
Finally, the reduction of resources dedicated to the processing of
sexual assault cases with the optimized workflow was assessed by
looking at cases for which no supplementary analyses were
requested after the communication of the Stage I results.

2.2. Resource allocation

Because human and financial resources are limited in a forensic
laboratory, we wanted to allocate resources to cases and samples
that were likely to yield biological material from the perpetrator,
and conversely avoid wasting time and effort on those for which
there was a very low probability of obtaining probative DNA evi-
dence. We also wanted to eliminate unnecessary redundancy of
results within a case. To do so, we collected data from the 564 cases
processed with the optimized workflow to look at the questions
presented in the following sections.

2.2.1. Are the time since intercourse recommendations appropriate
for all sample types?

The probability of recovering biological material from the
perpetrator on or inside the body of the complainant is dependent,
among other things, on time since intercourse (TSI). In our juris-
diction, samples are typically not collected if they exceed their
maximal TSI [14]. Yet, we decided to assess if the maximal TSIs
established previously were still appropriate despite the increased
sensitivity of commercial STR kits or if they should be extended to
increase the investigative power, as we changed from Profiler
Plus®/COfiler® to Identifiler® Plus (ThermoFisher) in 2010. The
proportion of samples for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained
for different TSIs was recorded for all samples included in the SAEK:
vaginal (swab and rinse), skin swab, anal swab and mouth rinse.

2.2.2. Does having two different vaginal samples provide
complementary or redundant information?

Two vaginal samples are included in the SAEK: a vaginal swab
and a vaginal rinse, which is thought to recover biological material
potentially present deeper in the vaginal cavity. Cases for which
both samples (swab and rinse) were analyzed were used to eval-
uate if there is a real benefit of having two vaginal samples or if the
information provided is redundant.

2.2.3. Is it possible to obtain a foreign DNA profile from vaginal or
anal samples when the complainant reported the use of a condom?

It might be thought that if the assailant used a condom, there is a
very low probability of obtaining valuable DNA evidence from
vaginal or anal samples. To test this hypothesis, we used cases for
which the use of a condom was reported and we examined the
proportion of vaginal and anal samples for which a foreign DNA
profile was obtained.

2.2.4. What is the probability of obtaining a foreign DNA profile
when the complainant has no memory of the event?

For different reasons (intoxication, disability, trauma or disease)
the complainant may not recall the details of the sexual assault and
may not even be sure that an assault did occur. In such cases where
information is missing to guide the collection of forensic evidence,
is DNA analysis still relevant? To assess this question, we compared
the proportion of cases for which a foreign DNA profile was ob-
tained when the complainant did or did not recall the details of the
event.

2.2.5. Is it possible to obtain foreign DNA profiles from skin swabs
when the complainant mentions bathing or showering after the
assault?

When the complainant reports washing themself after the as-
sault it could be thought that DNA evidence deposited on skin
would have been washed away. The relevance of processing skin
swabs in those cases can thus be challenged. The proportion of skin
swabs for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained when the
complainant reported washing was therefore compared to when
the complainant did not wash.

2.2.6. Is it worth examining and analyzing supplementary items
such as skin swabs, clothing and bedding?

Skin swabs, undergarments, clothing, bedding and various items
are sometimes also submitted for analysis. Because of their het-
erogeneity, the processing of these items cannot be standardized
and each exhibit has to be examined and sampled according to its
nature and the circumstances of the case. Considering the addi-
tional resources needed for the examination and sampling of sup-
plementary evidence, we looked into the proportion of these types
of exhibits for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained.

For clothing and bedding that were processed, only those for
which no profile were obtained from the internal samples were
considered. Although a small number of undergarments, clothing
and bedding belonging to the suspect were received, only items
belonging to the complainant were considered for simplification of
data collection.

2.3. Classification of DNA evidence (foreign and relevant profiles)

All DNA profiles that could not be attributed to the complainant
were scrutinized. Of those, good-quality profiles suitable for com-
parison were considered as foreign profiles. Owing to social in-
teractions and the persistence of DNA on clothing, skin swabs and
samples from supplementary evidence could harbor DNA unrelated
to the sexual assault. Therefore, results from those types of samples
were further classified as relevant DNA evidence when there was a
high probability that they belonged to the assailant. A result was
labelled as relevant only when the profile corresponded to a profile
found on an internal sample or to the suspect’s profile. When none
of these conditions were met, the profile was simply labelled as
foreign. By using this classification, relevant profiles are a subset of
foreign profiles and while relevant profiles are necessarily foreign,
foreign profiles may not be relevant.
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3. Results
3.1. Performance of the optimized workflow

Following the implementation of the optimized workflow, we
assessed its performance using turnaround time, investigative po-
wer and reduction of exhibits examined.

3.1.1. Turnaround time

The number of days between the reception of the SAEK at the
laboratory and the communication of results to the investigator
was compared for 1128 casefiles processed with the extensive or
the optimized workflow. When processing SAEKs with the exten-
sive workflow, the median turnaround time was 140 days; this
number decreased to 45 days for the optimized workflow.
Furthermore, the proportion of cases for which results were
communicated to the investigator within 30, 60, 90 or 120 days was
higher with the optimized workflow (Fig. 2).

3.1.2. Investigative power

To make sure that the implementation of the optimized work-
flow did not compromise the capacity of the laboratory to provide
investigative evidence, we compared the proportion of cases for
which a foreign DNA profile was obtained for both workflows. A
foreign DNA profile was obtained for 53% of the cases processed
with the extensive workflow, compared to 44% for the optimized
workflow (Fig. 3). Further analysis showed that for the optimized
workflow, 60% of the foreign DNA profiles were provided by at least
one Stage I sample and the remaining 40% was provided by Stage II
samples.

3.1.3. Reduction of exhibits examined

When cases are processed with the optimized workflow, inter-
nal samples are prioritized while skin swabs and supplementary
evidence are processed in a second stage, only when needed.
Among the 564 cases processed following the optimized workflow,
414 cases contained a total of 1550 Stage Il samples (skin swabs,
clothing, bedding or other items). For almost half of the cases
(n = 197, 48%), results from Stage I (internal samples) were
considered satisfactory and the analysis of Stage II items was not
required. This prevented the unnecessary analysis of about 43% of
stage Il samples (n = 670/1550).
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60% +Opt|mlzed
50% —&-Extensive
40%
30%
20%
10%
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Proportion of cases

<30 <60 <90
Turnaround time (days)
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Fig. 2. Turnaround time, calculated as the number of days between the reception of
the SAEK at the forensic laboratory and the communication of results to the investi-
gator, for casefiles processed with the extensive (n = 564) and the optimized (n = 564)
workflows.

M No profile obtained
Extensive [] DNA profile obtained

workflow

Optimized
workflow
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Fig. 3. Proportion of cases for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained for the
extensive and the optimized workflows.

3.2. Resource allocation

To increase productivity, we wanted to allocate resources to cases
and samples for which there was a reasonable probability of obtaining
probative DNA evidence. Different scenarios were examined.

3.2.1. Time since intercourse (TSI)

To assess if the maximal TSIs established in 2009 were still
appropriate despite the increased sensitivity of commercial STR
kits, we calculated the proportion of samples for which a foreign
DNA profile was obtained for different TSIs for all samples included
in the SAEK: vaginal (swab and rinse), anal swab, mouth rinse and
skin swab (Fig. 4). For all sample types, as TSI increased, a
decreasing proportions of samples provided a foreign DNA profile.
A maximum of 5% of vaginal, anal and buccal samples provided a
foreign DNA profile in the longest recommended TSI. For skin swab,
this proportion was slightly larger (14%), but the maximum TSI for
which a foreign DNA profile was obtained was 35 h, well below the
maximum recommended TSI of 48 h (Table 1).

3.2.2. Vaginal swab versus vaginal rinse

To assess if there is a real advantage of collecting two vaginal
samples (a swab and a rinse), 143 cases for which a foreign DNA
profile was obtained for at least one vaginal sample were examined.
In most cases, the same profile was obtained from both samples
(Fig. 5). Yet, for all TSI intervals, there were cases for which a profile
was established from only one of the two vaginal samples. How-
ever, there was no clear indication that one type of sample
consistently performs better than the other and data for the longest
TSI should be interpreted with caution because of small sample
sizes. Overall, the same result was obtained from both samples in
84% of cases, only from the swab in 9.7% of cases and only from the
rinse in 6.3% of cases.

3.2.3. Use of a condom reported

We examined 34 cases, all committed against female com-
plainants, to assess whether the use of a condom during the assault
prevented the detection of biological material from the perpetrator.
A foreign DNA profile was obtained from at least one vaginal
sample for 27% of the cases for which vaginal penetration with a
condom was reported (n = 33). There was only one case in which
the complainant reported an anal penetration with condom; a
foreign DNA profile was established from the anal swab in that case.

3.2.4. Memory loss

To assess if DNA analysis is still effective even though com-
plainants do not remember the details of the sexual assault, we
compared the proportion of samples in which a foreign DNA profile
was obtained when the complainant did or did not remember the
details of the assault. The complainant reported memory loss in 285
out of 564 cases and a foreign DNA profile was obtained in 40% of
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Fig. 4. Proportion of samples for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained according to time since intercourse (TSI) for vaginal, anal, oral and skin samples.

Table 1

Comparison of the maximum time since intercourse (TSI) recommended and the maximum TSI for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained for all sample types.
Sample type Maximum TSIrecommended Maximum TSI for which aforeign DNA profile was obtained
Vaginal swab 120 h 115 h
Vaginal rinse 120 h 101 h
Skin swab 48 h 35h
Anal swab 48 h 34h
Mouth rinse 24 h 9h

n=106 n=18 n=11 n=6 n=143
5% 6% 9% 6%
9% i
33%

Profile from rinse only
§ B Profile from swab only
©
2 B Profile from both samples
I 56% [ 527 84%

9]
b= 67%
9]
Q.
o
a.

<24 24-48 48-72 72-96 96-120 ALL TSI
Time since intercourse (hours)

Fig. 5. Proportion of cases for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained from both vaginal samples, only from the vaginal swab or only from the vaginal rinse. Data were compiled
by TSI ranges and globally.

these cases. Comparatively, when the complainant did not report 3.2.5. Washed themself

memory loss (n = 279), foreign DNA profile was obtained in 55% of We examined whether foreign DNA could still be retrieved from
the cases. Comparative analysis for each sample type is presented in skin swabs when the complainant washed themself after the as-
Table 2. sault and prior to the collection of forensic samples. A total of 133



M. Bazinet et al. / Forensic Science International: Synergy 2 (2020) 164—172 169

Table 2

Proportion of samples/cases for which a foreign DNA profile was obtained in cases
with or without reported memory loss. Vaginal samples include vaginal swab and
vaginal rinse.

Memory loss No memory loss

285 cases 279 cases
Vaginal samples 21% 32%
Mouth rinse 2% 4%
Anal swab 11% 12%
Skin swab 32% 41%
Cases 40% 55%

skin swabs were included in the SAEK evaluated, but information
whether the complainant had washed or not was missing for 4
swabs, so results from 129 skin swabs were compiled. Results show
that the proportion of skin swabs for which a foreign profile was
obtained was similar whether or not the complainant mentioned
bathing or showering when skin swabs were collected within 24 h
after the assault (Table 3). When sampling was done between 24
and 48 h after the event, this proportion was lower when the
complainant washed themself (5%) than when no washing
occurred (47%). For all TSIs combined, a foreign profile was obtained
for 19% of skin swabs when the complainant washed themself and
42% of skin swabs when the complainant did not.

Because foreign DNA can be present on the skin of individuals
due to innocuous everyday interactions, DNA profiles found from
skin swabs are not necessarily related to the sexual assault and
could have been transferred to the skin after the assault. To have a
better understanding of the persistence of DNA collected from skin
swabs, a subset of foreign profiles were further classified as relevant
DNA profiles when the probability that they came from the
assailant was very high. DNA profiles from skin swabs were
considered relevant only when they corresponded to a profile
found on an internal sample or when they corresponded to the
suspect’s profile. Overall, the proportion of relevant profiles ob-
tained from skin swabs when the complainant had washed them-
self was not negligible (8%), but lower than when no washing
occurred (33%).

3.2.6. Supplementary evidence

We also evaluated the proportion of supplementary evidence
(skin swabs, undergarments, clothing and bedding) for which a
foreign DNA profile was obtained. A total of 133 skin swabs were
processed: 35% yielded a foreign DNA profile and 26% a relevant
DNA profile (see section above for the distinction between foreign
and relevant). Skin swabs collected from the neck/ear or the breast
areayielded the largest proportion of foreign DNA profiles (Table 4).

We also assessed the prevalence of foreign DNA profiles ob-
tained from a complainant’s clothing and bedding, when no profile
had been obtained from the Stage 1 samples. The number of
foreign/relevant DNA profiles detected on clothing and bedding is
presented in Table 5. Although panties/briefs are the items of
clothing most frequently analyzed (n = 122), bras, pants/shorts and

Table 3

Table 4
Proportion of skin swabs yielding foreign and relevant DNA profiles. Relevant pro-
files are reported as the proportion of the total number of samples.

Skin swabs n Foreign profile Relevant profile
Neck/Ear 26 62% 46%
Breast 23 48% 22%
External vaginal area 23 13% 13%
Other areas 61 28% 23%
Total 133 35% 26%

shirts had larger proportions of samples yielding a foreign DNA
profile.

4. Discussion

In the province of Québec, the forensic laboratory noticed a 25%
increase in sexual assault cases between 2014 and 2017. Conse-
quently, turnaround time lengthened and solutions were needed to
increase efficiency. The first strategy put in place was to change the
way sexual assault cases are processed by implementing a work-
flow with two Stages. In Stage I, only the internal samples (vaginal,
anal, oral) are processed. Results from Stage I samples are then
analyzed by a DNA analyst and discussed with the case investigator.
Communication with law enforcement agencies after Stage | proved
to be a good opportunity to ascertain whether the case was still
active, knowing that around 12% of the sexual assault cases are
closed by the agency or prosecution after exhibits are sent to the
lab. This contributed to the marked reduction in total exhibits
examined, along with the prioritization process. Stage Il exhibits
(skin swabs, clothing, bedding and objects) were processed only
when deemed necessary, which corresponded to about half of the
cases (52%) containing supplementary evidence. This prioritization
procedure prevented the analysis of more than 600 exhibits for the
564 cases processed with the optimized workflow. Considering that
the examination, screening and sampling of clothing and bedding is
very time-consuming, reducing the analyses on these types of ex-
hibits represents significant cost and time savings. With the
implementation of the optimized workflow, the median turn-
around time drastically decreased, going from 140 to 45 days.
Because of this shorter turnaround time, deviation from regular

Table 5

Proportion of clothing and bedding belonging to the complainant that yielded
foreign and relevant DNA profiles. Relevant profiles are reported as the proportion of
the total number of samples.

Exhibits n Foreign profile Relevant profile
Panties/briefs 122 18% 7%

Bras 42 45% 24%
Pants/shorts 46 41% 22%

Shirts 23 48% 22%

Bedding 31 32% 16%

Total 264 31% 14%

Proportion of skin swabs yielding foreign and relevant DNA profiles when the complainant reported washing themself or not, separated by TSI.

TSI Skin samplesanalyzed ForeignProfile Relevantprofile
Bath or shower <24 h 17 35% 12%
No bath nor shower 78 41% 35%
Bath or shower 24—48 h 19 5% 5%
No bath nor shower 15 47% 27%
Bath or shower Overall (0—48 h) 36 19% 8%
No bath nor shower 93 42% 33%
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procedures to ensure timely results for urgent cases due in court
occurred less frequently.

When cases were processed with the optimized workflow, a
foreign DNA profile was obtained in 44% of cases, a similar rate to
what has been reported elsewhere [15—17]. However, this repre-
sents a slight decrease in investigative power compared to the
extensive workflow (53%) and to results obtained by our own lab-
oratory a decade ago (46—56%, for teenagers and adults respec-
tively, [14]. This difference could be attributed to supplementary
exhibits that were not processed and that could have yielded
foreign DNA profiles. A longer average delay between the sexual
assault and the forensic examination or an increasing number of
unfounded allegations are other hypotheses that could be proposed
to explain this slightly lower investigative power.

The second strategy put in place was to look at data from
casework to guide resource allocation by identifying the likelihood
of cases and samples to yield foreign biological material. As the
probability of recovering a foreign profile on the complainant’s
body rapidly decreases with time, the time since intercourse (TSI) is
an important factor to assess. In that context, we evaluated whether
our current TSI guidelines, established in 2009, are still appropriate
by looking at the proportion of samples for which a foreign DNA
profile was obtained for all TSIs. Although we did not formally
evaluate the success for samples with TSI longer than our guide-
lines, the very small proportion (<5%) of samples yielding foreign
DNA profile in the TSI closest to the maximum recommended in-
dicates that longer intervals would not lead to an important in-
crease in the investigative power. Although our current TSI
guidelines generally align with those previously reported [18—22],
increased specificity of megaplex STR kits, Y-STR profiling and
enhancing techniques may allow the detection of foreign biological
material for up to 7 or 9 days [23,24]. Laboratories using these kits
and techniques may thus need to reassess their recommended TSIs.

Redundancy of results within a case is rarely needed, especially
when looking at results from the same body area. With that in
mind, we assessed whether having two vaginal samples (vaginal
swab and vaginal rinse) provided complementary or redundant
information. Although in most cases the same result was obtained
for both samples, a few instances were recorded where a foreign
DNA profile was established from the vaginal swab and not the
vaginal rinse, or vice versa. Because vaginal penetration is reported
in a large proportion of sexual assaults [15,25—29], vaginal samples
often represent the most critical piece of evidence in sexual assault
cases. It may thus be appropriate to use two vaginal samples to
maximize the probability of recovering foreign biological material.
However, handling liquids has some drawbacks, such as the risks of
spills and the need for refrigeration of SAEKs to avoid bacterial
growth that could damage DNA [30]. Therefore, laboratories may be
interested in finding an alternative to the vaginal rinse. Using a
second swab sample collected deeper in the vaginal cavity is a
possible solution [22,31].

We also looked at whether foreign DNA profiles can still be
retrieved from skin swabs when the victim washed themself after
the assault and prior to the collection of forensic evidence. When
discussing results from skin swabs, it is important to take into ac-
count that DNA can be present because of regular everyday in-
teractions, particularly for exposed regions such as arms, neck, ears,
etc. To discuss persistence of DNA on skin swabs, we will therefore
use a conservative approach and consider only relevant profiles, i.e.
those corresponding to a profile obtained from an internal sample
or from a suspect. Because a comparison to the suspect profile is
performed only in a minority of cases, and because skin swabs are
generally not analyzed when a foreign DNA profile is obtained from
internal samples, this approach may underestimates the persis-
tence of DNA on skin swab. Although the proportion of skin swabs

yielding a relevant profile is lower when the complainant showered
or bathed (8%) compared to when the complainant did not (33%),
results show that DNA from the assailant can still be obtained from
skin swabs when the victim washed themself after the assault.
Although body fluid identification has not been performed in this
study, saliva and semen are usually the source of foreign DNA that
can be expected in sexual assault cases as a result of kissing, licking,
biting, spitting or ejaculation. Previous studies have reported that
interpretable DNA profiles can be obtained from saliva and semen
stains after being immerged in water [32—38]. However, the
permeability of skin is quite different from fabric, and hand
washing is one of the main factors contributing to the loss of foreign
DNA under fingernails [39]. When the complainant reports
washing themself, that term emcompasses a variety of activities,
ranging from intensive scrubbing with soap to a quick rinse under
water that may not dislodge much of the foreign DNA. There is also
the possibility that in the context of the medical forensic exam, the
victim may not be comfortable saying that she has not washed. Skin
swabs should be collected when appropriate according to the case
circumstances, notwithstanding whether washing occurred or not,
and those kits/samples should be submitted to forensic laboratories
[40].

Condoms are not used in a majority of sexual assaults [41,42].
However, even when their use is reported, forensic samples should
be collected as usual. Indeed, results from our study show that DNA
from the assailant can be obtained even when a condom was used,
whether vaginally or anally. The same recommendation could be
made for cases in which the complainant reported memory loss, as
a foreign DNA profile was obtained in a sizeable proportion of those
cases (37%), a proportion similar to the one indicated by Ref. [17].
When victims are unable to provide details regarding the particular
actions committed during the sexual assault, the procedure is
usually to collect all of the internal samples (oral, anal, vaginal) and
to collect the undergarments of the victim so that the crotch of the
panties and the inside of bras can be sampled. Our data from
supplementary evidence in casework indicate that a high propor-
tion of skin swabs from the neck/ear and breast areas yield a foreign
DNA profile (62% and 48%, respectively). Therefore, collection of
these samples would be relevant as well for cases involving
memory loss or partial recollection of the events. However, because
the neck and ears are exposed, regular social interactions could lead
to the deposition of foreign DNA on these areas. On the other hand,
the breast area is usually more concealed and less prone to the
collection of foreign DNA in social interactions.

When no results are obtained from internal samples, clothing
and bedding can be valuable sources of DNA evidence. A consid-
erable proportion of samples collected from bras yielded a foreign
DNA profile (45%), corroborating the results obtained from the
breast skin swabs. Although panties were the most common piece
of clothing analyzed, the proportion of samples yielding a foreign
DNA profile was much lower for these (18%) than for regular clothes
(pants/shorts: 41% and shirts: 48%). Because foreign profiles in
panties often comes from vaginal or anal discharge, if panties were
sampled for all sexual assault cases, including those with a male
profile in the vaginal samples, the proportion yielding a foreign
DNA profile would probably be much higher. Also, whereas regular
clothes are generally sampled only when a suspicious stain is
observed, the crotch of panties and the cups of bras are routinely
sampled regardless of the presence of stains.

Because DNA can persist on objects for extended periods of time
[43—46] and sperm cells remain on fabrics even after being washed
[32,35,37,38], the relevancy of foreign DNA found on these exhibits
in relation to the sexual assault needs to be examined closely. As the
forensic community is moving towards an evaluative reporting
approach [47—50], where the question of how DNA got deposited
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on an exhibit is as important as knowing whose DNA it is, it could
be interesting to examine our data from supplementary evidence
from an activity-based perspective, for example by looking at
background DNA levels.

5. Conclusion

Data from this study were not obtained from controlled exper-
iments but rather from casework. As such, they are subject to a
higher level of uncertainty due to potentially inaccurate or
incomplete recall and/or report of the sexual assault. On the other
hand, data from casework have the advantage of being easier to
generate and encompass a wider variability of case circumstances
than could be obtained from mock samples.

The analysis of more than 500 cases showed that the forensic
collection of evidence should proceed in the same way regardless of
whether the complainant reported washing themself, the use of a
condom or memory loss. Raising awareness among investigators,
nurses and sexual assault examiners will ensure that all relevant
samples are collected and sent to the forensic lab for analysis.
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